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Lichtenwalter: Living Under the Word

BY

LARRY

L.

L I C H T E N W A L T E R *

Sharing the moral themes of Scripture in today’s
world may take a good dose of gospel Tabasco sauce.

M

y sons got a kick out o f the
Tabasco commercial during
Super Bowl XXXII. They’ll
never forget the redneck guy
sitting on his front porch
rocking chair eating thick-crust
pizza. Several em pty jars o f hot
Tabasco are strewn about his feet.
Beads o f sweat hang on his rotund
face like he’s just com e in from the
rain. He has this sunburned blush
about him and a crazy stare in his
eyes. Above the crunch o f a m outh
ful o f pizza crust, one can hear the
intimidating whine o f a mosquito.
The guy takes his gaze off the pizza
and watches the m osquito land on
his bare leg and poke its nozzle
through the skin. The m osquito
soon fills up and flies off. About 10
feet away— BOOM! It explodes as if

hit by a heat-seeking missile. Too
much Tabasco in its liquid lunch.
Now, whenever my boys see a bottle
o f Tabasco, their eyes light up as
their brain feeds them the incredible
imagery o f a m osquito exploding in
mid-air. Tabasco. It’s hot stuff. It’s
also well marketed.
J. B. Phillips once said: “If words
are to enter men’s hearts and bear
fruit, they must be the right words
shaped cunningly to pass. . . [their]
defenses and explode silently and
effectually within their minds.”1 The
noted Bible expositor was echoing
Solom on’s observation: “The Preacher
sought to find delightful words and
*Larry L. Lichtenwalter is Senior Pas
tor of the Berrien Springs, Michigan,
Seventh-day Adventist Church.
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to write words o f truth correctly”
(Eccl. 12:10, NASB). The wise man
was talking about words easy to
grasp. Words readily applied to life.
Words that win a hearing and make
a difference. Words pregnant with
eternal truths. Think o f them as
Tabasco sauce for hungry souls.
The com m unication challenge
facing today’s Christian is m onu
mental, because m ost people aren’t
looking for truth and if they are,
they aren’t looking in G od’s direc
tion for it. They are looking for
relief, for hope, for meaning, for
happiness. Their existential angst
impels them to plug into whatever
appears likely to relieve their pain or
solve their problems. And they are
quite sure they’ll not find that in the
Bible or Christian worship or Chris
tian lifestyle, all o f which are consid
ered irrelevant products o f a moral
vision belonging to a bygone age.
David Wells asks: “H ow does
Christian faith speak m ost effec
tively to a culture whose moral fab
ric is torn, a culture in which sin has
disappeared conceptually and in
which secularized life is offering up
its own forms o f salvation?” In his
book Losing Our Virtue, he suggests
that the answer must begin with a
twofold approach to restoring the
church’s moral vision. First, it must
becom e courageous enough to say
that much o f what is accepted as
normative in the postm odern world
is actually sinful— that is, contrary

to the gospel’s moral vision o f reality.
Then it will have to exercise ingenu
ity in learning how to convey this
concept to a generation that has
banished sin from its vocabulary.
Second, because a “pretend” discipleship discounts the authenticity
o f the gospel, leaving it trivial and
inconsequential, the church itself is
goin g to have to becom e m ore
authentically moral. It is one thing
to understand the theory o f deliver
ance; it is quite another to view its
m oral splendor in an authentic
Christian disciple, in whom moral
vision has been translated into
moral character, moral obedience,
and moral action.

The Not-So-Easy Task
Developing the moral themes o f
Scripture in a way that connects the
biblical world to the contemporary
world is not an easy task. Even
Christian ethicists may be inclined
to make minimal reference to Scrip
ture or project a troublesome m is
perception o f its verities. C o m
pounding the difficulty: (1) We no
longer care about som e o f the moral
issues the Bible addresses; (2) we are
faced with moral issues that Scrip
ture d oesn ’t appear to address
directly if at all; (3) postm odern
existential thought makes it hard to
bridge the differing cultures, time,
interests, values, needs, and agendas.
Scholars have proposed a number
o f ways to relate Scripture to Chris-
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tian ethics, ranging from Scripture’s
absolute authority to a more elastic
vision o f its applications. It should
be immediately obvious that the way
we view Scripture determines the
scope o f the moral vision we convey.
If we see in the Word only relative
values, it’s likely that the situation
will be the controlling element. If,
on the other hand, we see specific
moral principles, as well as clear val
ues and unequivocal moral direc
tion, Scripture rather than circum
stance will likely be the controlling
element both in our moral reflection
and our application o f values. It is
this vision I accept, this vision I seek
to communicate, while recognizing
also as integral elements: the Holy
Spirit’s guidance, reason, and the re
flective role o f community.
Ethicist Richard Hays suggests
that developing the moral themes o f
Scripture in a way understandable to
our age involves four requisites:
1. We ask: “What does the Scrip
ture say?” We seek to understand the
distinctive moral vision em bodied
in each text or passage. At this point,
we are not concerned with seeking
to harmonize them.
2. We seek coherence in the moral
vision o f Scripture by placing the
individual text or passage in its larger
canonical context. Can unity o f eth
ical perspective be found? What, if
anything, makes these writings hang
together as a guide to the moral life?
3. We ask: “What does Scripture

mean to us?” Here we face the task—
theologians call it “hermeneutics”—
o f bridging the distance between
ourselves and the text. We seek to
understand how the moral vision o f
Scripture speaks to and through us
to our contemporary situation.
4.
Christian ethics ultimately
com e down to this very practical
question: “H ow shall we live the
Word?”

The Ups and Downs of
Moral Vision
You’ll notice that what precedes
and what follows are not arbitrary
conceptual constructs formulated by
theologians or ethicists. I’m dealing
with realities o f moral dilemmas and
their healing. The B ible’s com m uni
cation o f moral values to human
beings parallels the dynamics o f
human moral reflection. Turn to the
Word and you’ll find its moral vision
conveyed through (1) principles; (2)
rules; (3) stories/paradigms; (4)
worldview; (5) G od ’s words, acts,
emotions, thinking; (6) values; (7)
m oral directions. To understand
these is requisite to communicating
G od’s moral vision to our age.

1. Principles
Principles are general morality
frameworks by which G od desires
that we govern our decisions and
actions. Their truths are timeless,
their applications universal. They
constitute the broad outlines o f
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o f how principles are applied. But
rules are always minimums. Princi
pled living will lead to commitments
that spring forth from within rather
than being im posed from without.

G od’s will from which we derive
understanding o f m ore concrete
norms. An example: The essence o f
the moral law: “Thou shalt love the
Lord thy G od with all thy heart, and
with all thy soul, and with all thy
mind, and with all thy strength” and
“thy neighbour as thyself” (Mark
12:30, 31, KJV). These two com
mandments translate, on this fallen
world, to 10, which, in effect,
describe how we express love. Jesus
pushes the envelope further by
defining how such love includes
even on e’s inner moral world (Matt.
5:21,22, 27, 28).

3. Stories
There are several reasons Scrip
ture is filled with stories that m odel
either exemplary or reprehensible
conduct. Stories stir emotion, com
municate values, capture imagina
tion, motivate action, and instill
moral vision. Only 10 percent o f the
B ible’s content, the Epistles, is pre
sented in an essay format. The rest
contains rollicking love stories,
drama, history, poetry, and parables.
Often these stories don ’t reveal an
ideal to which we should aspire but
rather a rough-edged reality in
which we see fallen humanity in all
its naked sordidness. But in the in
terplay o f flawed heros and villains
alike, we recognize our own moral
dilemmas, our own victories and
defeats, our own dependence on the
redemptive action o f Jesus Christ.
In our technological society, we
can present such a story as that o f
Christ and the Samaritan woman at
the well (John 4:5-42) as a “para
digm ”— a gospel m odel o f how
interpersonal relationships can over
com e barriers o f race, religion, cul
ture, whatever. Ethicists often use
this term to describe the “larger pic
ture” than that conveyed by a story,
namely how it speaks to our own

2. Rules
Rules define, command, or pro
hibit specific behavior. Scripture
usually expresses them in the con
text o f specific areas o f life— sexual
ity, work, finances, interpersonal
relationships, etc. As “area rules,”
they transcend both culture and
time. At times, however, they may be
a directive for a specific situation. In
this event, they may express (and
perhaps retain) a given cultural
framework. Examples: M oses’ toler
ation o f divorce (Deut. 24), as later
interpreted by Jesus (Matt. 5:31, 32),
and the directive o f the church’s first
General Conference session (Acts
15:19, 20).
Rules apply principles and
express priorities o f value, often
m oving us toward concrete moral
action. Thus they serve as examples
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moral dilemmas and obligations.
Stories, then, build bridges between
the moral vision o f Scripture and
contemporary life.

Henceforth, he must treat his broth
ers with grace, kindness, forgiveness,
compassion, and generosity (Gen.
45:4-24; 50:15-21).
Likewise with us: When we per
ceive G od’s acts on our behalf, the
contrast between our morals and
G od’s impels us to turn from our
way o f thinking to “be imitators o f
God, as beloved children; and walk
in love” (Eph. 5:1, 2, NASB). In this
we follow the example o f Jesus,
whose moral orientation was set
within the context o f His Father’s
activity— “The Son can do nothing
o f Himself, unless it is something He
sees the Father doing; for whatever
the Father does, these things the Son
also does in like manner” (John 5:19,
NASB).

4. World View
This term defines the perceptual
“glasses” through which we interpret
reality. The scriptural w orldview
includes its representation o f the
human condition, its depictions o f
the character o f God, its portrayal o f
the controversy between Christ and
Satan, and such realities as an ex
nihilo creation, judgment, and a
purposed, moral universe. Our Ad
ventist “cosm ic view,” which incor
porates the Great Controversy, puts
us, I believe, “one up” in construct
ing a moral paradigm that makes
sense to many o f our contem po
raries.

6. Values
Scriptural values comm unicate
G od’s scale o f worth. They reveal
what He esteems, prizes, prefers, and
regards as good within the context o f
our relationship to Him, to our fel
low humans, and to the created
world. (For examples, see Romans
12:1-3, Ephesians 5:10, Micah 6:6-8,
and Matthew 23:23). Values priori
tize and justify standards, rules, and
principles.
Examples o f valuation in Scrip
ture can be found in the stories o f
Abraham and Joseph. When Abra
ham told Pharaoh that Sarah was his
sister rather than his wife, he valued
life over truthfulness, and financial

5. G od’s Acts
What G od does is significant to
His creation. His thinking, em o
tions, words, and acts m odel moral
perspectives. Scripture’s ethical veri
ties are placed within the overarch
ing reality o f what G od is doing in
history. And when we review His
involvement, our life changes. An
example: When his brothers bowed
to him, Joseph rem em bered his
dreams about them (Gen. 42:9).
That m oment became an epiphany;
in a m oment o f intuitive insight he
understood the moral implications
o f G od ’s action on his behalf.
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gain over her sexual integrity. G od’s
intervention shows a higher value
system— truthfulness over life and
Sarah’s sexual integrity over finan
cial gain (Gen. 12:10-20). Joseph’s
response to the sexual proposition o f
P otiphar’s wife shows that he could
not bring him self to violate his
trusted relationship with his boss
nor, m ore important, his valued
relationship with God. His experi
ence emphasizes that personal rela
tionships are strategically central to
moral excellence. We will rarely deny
ourselves for a mere list o f rules and
even less for an institution. We will,
however, for the priority o f a valued
relationship.

Moral Direction
Scriptural rules, principles, sto
ries, G od ’s acts, world view, and
moral values all point in a particular
moral direction. To pick an example
relevant to current controversies not
only within Christendom, but also
the larger worldview (in this case,
distinguished from G od ’s), let’s
touch on ways in which Scripture
provides moral direction relative to
the status o f women. “Status” is the
measure o f value that society places
on a person. It is one o f the basic ele
ments in the social system and, not
incidentally, a m ethod o f control.
Notwithstanding the actual status
and treatment o f wom en in the bib
lical culture, as well as several pas
sages that seem to sanction such val

uation and treatment (Eccl. 7:28; 1
Cor. 14:34, 35; 1 Tim. 2:11-15), the
moral vision o f Scripture as a whole
unequivocally points to equality,
respect, compassion, and justice.
Glimpses o f G od’s ideal would begin
with the creation account o f G od
splitting His image— imago dei—
male and female (Gen. 1:26, 27) and
end with accounts o f the boundaries
Jesus crossed by His w ords and
actions with regard to women.
In order to grasp this moral
vision, we must be sensitive to the
difference existing between (1) the
culture o f Bible times— the lifestyle,
customs, and values expressed by the
nations and peoples o f the thenknown world; (2) the culture o f
biblical personages knowing or rep
resenting God; and (3) heavenly cul
ture— the values and lifestyle Scrip
ture projects as the ideal and true,
m ost fully revealed through the life
o f Jesus Christ.
As Stephen Charles Mott writes
in The Use o f the New Testament for
Social Ethics, pages 236 and 237: “A
priority for the early church was to
determine if the relationships
among its members would be char
acterized by the status distinctions
o f the surrounding culture. The
answer was far reaching. In the new
reality made present by Jesus Christ,
the major status distinctions o f the
culture, nationality, and sex— were
considered null and void (Gal.
3:28).”2
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Though Scripture doesn ’t pro
vide direct answers on every possible
temptation or moral dilemma, all
spheres o f life are within its purview.
Its stories, values, moral direction,
worldview, ways o f God, principles,
rules, etc., provide a broad context in
which moral issues may be decided.
As Paul assured Timothy: “All Scrip
ture is inspired by G od and is prof
itable for teaching, for reproof, for
correction, for training in righteous
ness; that the man o f G od may be
adequate, equipped for every good
work” (2 Tim. 3:16, 17, NASB).

Wending Our Way
To summarize: If we are to share,
creatively and clearly, G od’s moral
vision for His children, we must:
• Fire their imagination with the
reality that Scripture speaks with
authoritative relevance not only to
all the problems o f humanity as a
whole, but also to theirs in particu
lar— work, marriage, church life,
parenting, sexuality, values, money,
power, politics, leadership, social
ethics, etc.
• Move them from a mere aware
ness o f what Scripture has to say
about their moral life to internaliz
ing its principles, until their senses
so mature as to know good from evil
(Heb. 5:12-14) and desire the
g ood — the usual result o f a valued
relationship with Christ. I call this
living under the Word o f God. It has
nothing to do with moralism or per

fectionism, but constitutes accep
tance o f the Lordship o f Jesus Christ
in every area o f being and doing.
The products— joy, peace, and
love— are just what all G od’s chil
dren need.
In a grand doxology extolling the
depths and riches o f G od’s sovereign
grace-bringing providence, Paul
summed up the experience o f living
under the Word: “Therefore, I urge
you, ... in view o f G od’s mercy, to
offer your bodies as living sacrifices,
holy and pleasing to G od— this is
your spiritual act o f worship. D o not
conform any longer to the pattern o f
this world, but be transformed by
the renewing o f your mind. Then
you will be able to test and approve
what G od’s will is— his good, pleas
ing and perfect will” (Rom. 12:1, 2,
NIV).
Think o f it: Someone comes by for
a drink and, thanks to you, gets a taste
o f the water o f life. And as they’re
walking away— BOOM!— Gospel Ta
basco sauce explodes in their head!
Explodes in their conscience! They see
truth! New moral insights intrigue
them! And thanks to great marketing,
they’ve met God in a new and unex
pected way.
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